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Introduction





You learn to write when you're what, four or five?


It's that easy.


Which means by the time you start work, you're something of an expert.


And of course you want people to realise just how clever and brilliant you are.


So you make sure your writing is full of complex ideas. You use a few long words (including the latest terminology) and you sprinkle in a little of your creative genius.


Et voila! You're a pretty gifted wordsmith.


At least, that's what many people seem to think about themselves.


Which is a little odd really.


Because they know that the ability to turn on a tap doesn't make them a plumber.


And that being able to change a fuse doesn't make them an electrician.


Yet they don't realise that the ability to bash out a few sentences while a red wiggly line underlines their spelling mistakes doesn't make them an expert copywriter.


We'll look at what does.


We'll look at how to grab your reader's attention and keep them enthralled. Style. Structure. Substance. The role of emotion. The benefits of wit. Writing in different media. Writing for different brands. Easy examples, handy hints and tasty tricks to quickly improve your copywriting.


But most of all, we'll explore how to change someone's behaviour.


How to persuade someone to do what you want them to do – just using the power of the written word.


And you can, you know. The world's best copywriters do it all the time.


This book will show you how.


Ready? Then turn the page and let's get cracking.
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The Fantastic Four


How to write good copy









1.1 How to write purposefully


specific objective, universal objective, clarity & focus


1.2 How to write practically


punctuation, grammar, typography & layout


1.3 How to write pleasingly


Aristotle, audience, tone & interest


1.4 How to write persuasively


WIIFM, Maslow, motivation & emotional vs rational


In the next section, The Famous Five, we'll look at the skills you need to craft great copy from scratch – exploring ideas such as insight, brand, concept, storytelling and personality.


But in this section, The Fantastic Four, we're going to start off slow. We'll explore the basics, so you can write (or critique) good copy that's grounded in four important principles.


Copywriting that has purpose, is practical, pleasing and persuasive.




1.1
How to write purposefully





specific objective, universal objective, clarity & focus


i. The specific objective


Watch a puppy in a new house. They bound around, tail wagging, tongue lolling, ears flapping up and down as they dart everywhere. Enthusiastically sniffing everything.


Then – woah! They're entranced by your slippers. Your slippers are the most exciting, most important thing in the – wait, what's this? An old newspaper! Yes, that's the most amazing thing I've ever seen! I could play with this forever, I – ooh, a tennis ball!


Copy can be like that. All over the place. Lacking direction and purpose.


But good copy is written to meet a specific, stated objective. Which sounds obvious – but there's plenty of work that seems written for no reason other than to fill some white space. Or because ‘We need something about our new product launch to go out.’


You need to know what the aim is. A clear, identified and agreed objective which you stick to – like a pneumatic, permatanned blonde to a footballer in a nightclub.


Before you start writing (or reviewing) copy, make sure you know what this objective is. Have it written somewhere clearly, something like ‘The aim is to persuade our audience to book a free test drive of our new car, the Ferrari 840.’


How you achieve that objective through the power of your writing is what the rest of this book is about. But a simple, singular, specific objective is an important start.


If you don't know what the objective is, one thing's for sure: you haven't much hope of achieving it.


So if you're not clear, speak to whoever you're writing for; it saves a lot of time in the long run. Believe me – I've been in meetings where the client has said, “Yeah, it's great and everything… but it's not really what I was expecting” and over the course of the next 20 minutes we've discovered that they wanted isn't what we thought they wanted.


Because it had never been that clear in the first place.


In Part 2 of this book we'll take this on a step – from a blunt objective to a razor-sharp proposition. But for now, a single-minded objective is a vital start. Make it the very first thing you write and make sure everyone's in agreement before you start.


There's an acronym people use for personal performance objectives – SMART. ‘Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound’. They're useful here too: is your objective SMART?


ii. The universal objective


As well as the specific objective, there's always a second, universal objective for every piece of copy you write. It's this: to communicate with style and substance.


In fact, to write with a style that serves the substance.


Much copy is written with one (and sometimes both) of these missing.


Copy that only has substance (content) is often dull. And, as most people are exposed to over 4,000 messages a day, no-one's going to read what's dull.


As famous ad man David Ogilvy once said, “You cannot bore someone into buying your product.”


And we've all read copy that's just substance. Where the writer is so in love with their subject, they don't bother trying to make it interesting and tasty. They just ladle it out in thick, unappetising chunks and they never bother to add seasoning.


On the other hand, you'll see plenty of copy that's written with very little substance. Some of the books I've read on copywriting, for example, were disgracefully thin on content – just vague, wishy-washy drivel that didn't really tell you anything.


Good copywriters find out what's most interesting about their subject – and their copy is dense with great substance. If you haven't got anything interesting to say, go find something. Compose your copy using the best quality ingredients.


Meanwhile, you also see plenty of writing that's just about style. It's particularly common in the work of wannabe writers: people who think they have a gift for writing and want to impress you with their wordplay.


That's a very unhelpful starting point – to write with the aim of impressing your audience with your writing ability, when you should be trying to impress your audience with your content; the substance of your copy.


So: style and substance. Get the balance right and you'll communicate elegantly and effectively.


To go back to the food analogy, think of your copy as a stew. Too big a portion (substance) and you'll give your audience indigestion. Too little, and you'll leave them hungry and unsatisfied. No seasoning (style) and the meal is bland. Too much and it's inedible.


iii. Clarity & focus


We have our objectives.


That's what we're going to write; now how are we going to write?


Put simply: simply.


If the first tenet of writing with purpose is to have a specific objective and the second is to write with style and substance, this is the third. To communicate as clearly and simply as you possibly can.


It seems obvious, yet many ‘amateur’ writers think their writing should use long words and complex sentence construction. That every thought should be expressed in a way that only a clever audience could understand.


They're wrong.


There you go. The effectiveness of a two word, two syllable paragraph: ‘They're wrong’.


The truth is, the more simply and clearly you speak, the better you will be heard.


In fact, one of a copywriter's most important jobs is often to ‘Make the complex simple’. Spend time finding the pithiest, simplest way to express something.


Because that's clever. To write about a subject in a way that makes people say ‘Oh, I'd never thought of it like that before’, or ‘I've never really understood it until now’.


Look at the instruction manual for any Apple product. Before Apple became so successful, other technology companies used to have vast, verbose instruction manuals in horrendous detail and off-putting language.


Apple made it simple. Crisp. Brief. They give you the quickest possible route to getting started and enjoying the product you've just bought from them. (Which they then make as simple as possible to use.)


Be like Apple. Find and express the simple truth behind a complicated idea. That's an achievement to be proud of. And cut out the flab so only the meat is left.


As Einstein said, “You do not really understand something unless you can explain it to your grandmother.” Or, to quote advertising luminary Dave Trott, “Complicated isn't clever. It just looks clever to stupid people.”


But a note of caution: what you're aiming for is copy that's simple, not simplistic.


Simplistic means you are ‘over-simplifying’ something, missing out key truths about it.


Simple copy means finding a way to distil the complexities of a subject into something anyone can understand, using everyday language.


Avoid jargon, acronyms, obfuscation, ambiguity and verbosity. Embrace clarity.


Aim for writing that is dense but light. Dense, because it has a lot of meaning and substance in every sentence. But light, because it's still easy to read, not turgid and taxing to wade through.


It's not easy to achieve. But it's a cornerstone of good copywriting.


Look at your first sentence or paragraph. What would you lose if you removed it?


Often, the answer is ‘not much’ and you'd be quicker into the meat of the story. Many people often ‘warm up’ to their theme as they start writing, but then don't go back and delete their warm-up exercises. So have a look: maybe your third line is the real, powerful opening you need, and you can just cut the two before it.


At the same time, write with focus. Which basically means staying true to the specific objective, not wandering off course. There are two common reasons for losing focus:


a) Multiple client objectives


Where the client wants you to mention four different products in one press ad. Or promote all eight benefits of their new service in a social media campaign.


This is a ‘Can't see the wood for the trees’ occasion. If you write about everything, chances are people won't take in anything. It's much more effective to focus on one subject than try and juggle several.


b) Having several interesting things to say


I was guilty of this when I first started writing a blog. Sometimes there'd be a week when more than one interesting thing happened to me (I know, I live quite the dilettante life).


So I'd find a way to get both stories into the same blog. After all, they were both individually interesting. Together they'd make the article twice as interesting, wouldn't they?


No. They just make it twice as busy and half as focused.


Again, don't fall in love with your own copy. Prune out anything that isn't helping the style and substance tell the story as powerfully as possible.


If it makes it easier, cut out the extraneous copy and save it in a document of ‘leftovers’ that you can tell yourself you'll re-use some time.


Though you probably won't.




1.2
How to write practically





Punctuation, grammar, typography & layout


i. Punctuation & grammar


English is an evolving language.


We might not always like the way it evolves (I hate the way people say ‘real’ instead of ‘really’, for example).


But the alternative is to not evolve. Like French.


French is carefully regulated (by things like the Toubon Law and organisations like L'Académie française) and has a famously small vocabulary (excluding scientific and technical words, perhaps just 50,000 to our 250,000).


Which must make being a French copywriter rather tedious.


The trouble is, if you don't evolve you get left behind and end up with nil points.


So we have to get used to the constant mutation of the English language; new words like screenager (a teenager who lives online) and staycation (holidaying at home) appear, old ones like egrote (to feign an illness) die.


Punctuation and grammar change too, making it difficult to be definitive about what's right and wrong. But what we can agree on is the purpose of these things.


And it's still to communicate. As effortlessly as possible. Which means three things.


One, we should know the current, official guidelines for punctuation, grammar and spelling.


Secondly, we should bear in mind our audience.


If your audience is older and educated, they may not like split infinitives or sentences that begin with a proposition. In which case, don't do it – because good copy should get your audience on your side, not alienate them. However, most audiences won't mind (or even know about) such things.


Thirdly, good copywriting is often colloquial and conversational in tone. And people don't speak in perfectly arranged sentences – they play fast and loose with the rules of usage, frequently using sentences that don't contain a verb for example.


Fine. Your writing can too (like the preceding one word, verb-free sentence, for instance). It makes your copy more approachable, more engaging and easier to absorb.


In other words, spelling and punctuation you should always do correctly. Grammar you should usually do correctly. Usage… well, that's a more moveable feast.


Let's cover a few of the common mistakes in spelling, punctuation and grammar, including some that a spell-checker wouldn't pick up:


Could of


This is as a result of people writing what they hear. People say “could have” in a way that sounds like “could of”. So you see “could of / would of / should of”, when the correct phrase is “could have / would have / should have”.


“Literal” for “metaphorical”


People say, “It literally blew my mind,” when they mean the exact opposite – it metaphorically blew their mind. If it had literally blown their minds, they wouldn't be capable of talking about it.


“Their” for “there” or “they're”


“Their” means something that belongs to someone (like “their socks”), “there” is a place (like “you left your socks over there”) and “they're” is just short for “they are” (like “those socks of yours, they're disgusting”).


“It's” and “its”


The correct usage is very simple to remember, yet it's used incorrectly more and more. On BBC television news captions, for example. On film subtitles. In professional copywriter's drafts.


Here's the answer: “It's” is only ever used when it's short for “it is” or “it has”. Otherwise use “its”.


No need to think about possession or anything complicated like that. Just read the sentence, substituting the occurrence of “its” with “it is” (or “it has’). If it makes sense with “it is” / “it has”, then you use “it's”. If it doesn't make sense, use “its”. And that's all there is to it.


“Your” and “you're”


Again, very simple. “You're” is short for “you are”, so just see if the sentence makes sense with “you are”, in which case use “you're”. If not, use “your”.


“Maybe” and “everyday”


“Maybe” and “may be” are not interchangeable. Substitute “maybe” for “perhaps” – if it makes sense, then ok. If not, then you mean “may be”. For instance, “It may be right to change this, what do you think?” “Maybe.”


Similarly, “everyday” means something is ordinary and commonplace. So if you take a vitamin tablet each morning, you're taking one “every day”, not “everyday”.


“Desert” for “dessert”


I saw this on a menu in a Lake District restaurant recently. I wanted to order one, but I was worried it might be a bit dry.


“Loose” for “lose”


You don't “loose” a game of golf, you “lose” it. Unless you win, of course.


CD's


You don't need the apostrophe. Or after TVs or 1000s or the 1990s any time you're just talking about the plural of something that has capital letters or numbers. However, using an apostrophe here isn't the end of the world and it's often done because sometimes it can make things clearer – for example, when the last letter is a vowel.


Parentheses


Or brackets, if you want to be common. If the open bracket starts during the sentence, then the full stop will finish outside the close bracket (like this). (However, if the open bracket starts before the first word, the full stop is inside the closing bracket, like this.)


Less or fewer


Less means “not as much”. Fewer means “not as many”. So because we're talking about “not as many people” rather than “not as much people”, the correct usage is “fewer people”, not “less people”.


We say “less than two weeks” because “two weeks” is how much time we're talking about, not “how many time”.


Use of ‘a’ or ‘an’ before ‘h’ words


Some would-be sticklers insist that words beginning with an “h”’ should be preceded by “an” not “a”, as in “an hotel” or “an historic occasion”.


But actually, if the “h” is pronounced, use “a”. Use “an” where the “h” isn't pronounced. So it's “an hour”, but “a hotel”.


Hopefully


Like most people nowadays, I use hopefully ‘incorrectly’. I do know the correct usage though: to do something hopefully means to do it positively. Hopefully does not mean ‘fingers crossed’.


However, this is where grammar becomes rather muddy: hopefully has been used in a “Hopefully we'll get to the station in time” kind of way for a hundred years, but some people still object to it. So if you're cultivating a pedantic personality, only use hopefully in a “We will pitch for the business hopefully and energetically” kind of way.


Momentarily


The UK usage means for a moment, as in “We all paused momentarily before agreeing”. The US usage means in a moment, as in “I'll be there momentarily” – I'll be there soon, not I'll be there for a very short period of time.


Split infinitive


Let me finish with one more favourite of the pedant: the split infinitive. The most famous example was always from Star Trek, where the opening credits voiceover announced that their mission was “To boldly go where no man has gone before”. You shouldn't split ‘to go’, it should be “To go boldly where no man (or, as it became, no-one) has gone before.”


But the truth is, split infinitives are one of those rules that seem to have no purpose other than to keep sticklers occupied and I wouldn't worry about it too much if I were you.


That's enough on the basics of punctuation and grammar. The point with this stuff is to know what's important and what's not, how to avoid silly errors and how to be mindful of what will rub your audience up the wrong way.


There are infinite resources on the web; it never takes more than a few moments to find the answer to any spelling, punctuation or grammar query you have. Get a good grip of things like apostrophes (such as using with plurals, like “two weeks’ notice”) and you'll be fine.


For books on punctuation and grammar, some that I've read and found useful are John Humphreys’ Lost For Words, R L Trask's The Penguin Guide to Punctuation and Lynne Truss's Eats, Shoots and Leaves.


Incidentally, if you google Lynne Truss you'll find a number of people who claim there are a fair few punctuation and grammar mistakes in her book.


For example, the subhead to the book is ‘The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation’.


Even I know that neither ‘zero’ nor ‘tolerance’ can work independently as adverbs to ‘approach’, so they should be hyphenated: zero-tolerance. Truss, a self-confessed stickler, gets her punctuation wrong… on the front cover of her book about punctuation.


Which just goes to show what an unrewarding, tough old game it can be.


ii. Typography


You may not have as much influence over typography as you'd like.


Most clients have clear visual identities and those identities usually specify which fonts you can use and how you can use them. However, it's still worth knowing the basics:


Legibility


Copywriters want their carefully crafted words to be as legible as possible. And so should their clients.


In print – especially long copy – that means serif typefaces (which is why magazines and newspapers use them).


The reason is, our eyes don't take in individual letters, they recognise word shapes. Serifs (by which I mean the little sticks on the ends of the letters, such as those on these words) make those shapes quicker to recognise.


Online, where copy tends to be shorter anyway, sans-serif fonts are often more legible (because screens are made up of pixels that sometimes don't cope with the detail of serifs very well, creating unclear shapes).


Having said that, sans-serif fonts seem to have taken over everywhere in the last decade – perhaps because Arial was the default font on so much software – so you'll see it in lots of printed long copy.


Which means if you want to stand out – and be more readable – choose a serif font.


Apart from serif or sans-serif, the other two key considerations for legibility are colour and size.


For colour, the starting point is: do you have black text on a white background or white text reversed out of a dark-coloured background?


Black text on white is much more legible in print than reversed out text. Reversed out is fine for headlines and short copy, but harder to read for long copy. And be very wary of art directors who want to put your lovely copy over a picture – it will be very hard to read, so most people won't bother.


A current trend is light grey text on a white background (especially online) – again, avoid. Unless what you've written isn't worth reading.


The font size is also important. 11 or 12 point is typically used for body copy. Again, art directors will often want to reduce it down to 10 point, to create more air: resist this urge (unless you're writing a book, in which case 10 point is common).


But similarly, if they tell you they have to reduce it to 10 point to fit all your copy in, then the answer is probably to reduce the amount of copy, not the font size. Better that people read all of your shorter copy than none of your longer copy – which will happen if it looks off-puttingly small and tightly packed.


For terms and conditions and caveats you can go down to 8 point, but anything smaller is likely to be illegible.


Also look at the leading (pronounced ledding). That's the size of the font that's used to determine the distance between each line of copy. For instance, ’11 on 10’ means the font is 11 point, but set in a line grid of 10 point, so it'll be very close together. ’11 on 12’ means it's still an 11 point font, but set to a 12 point grid – there'll be a wider gap between each line and it'll be easier to read.


Of course, actual size varies according to font. 11 point Palatino looks a lot smaller than 11 point Cooper Black, for example.


And bigger is not always better. Too big a font or too much leading can make your copy look clunky and disjointed and harder to take in – like sitting in the front row at the cinema. Making a 12 word heading so big it goes onto five lines is going to be more difficult to read than having it smaller over three lines.


Look for a size that is pleasing to the eye and easy on the eye.


Proportion


Two simple points about the proportion of your copy.


Firstly, try writing your copy in the proportionate size it's going to appear. It gives you a better idea whether or not your copy suits what it's been written for.


If you're writing a billboard, try having the headline and any other copy in the respective proportions to each other that they will be in the finished work.


It's often very revealing to see how your eight word headline looks when it's really big.


Secondly, look at how using copy proportionately in this way affects the way lines break. Particularly for headlines, for example. There's no point in writing a headline that makes it impossible to balance the words well. For instance:


Is this headline ok?


only really works if you can get it all on one line. There's nowhere neat to break it – you'd have to have:


Is this
headline ok?


or


Is this headline
ok?


which is even worse.


So, if 21 characters in the headline still means the font is big enough, then:


Is this headline ok?


is fine. But if you and the art director decide that 12 characters across a headline is the most you'd really want then you may want to re-write it, to:


How's this
headline?


perhaps. Which balances much better – the first line is 10 characters long, the second 9.


I try and get my headlines to break at a point that not only balances them well physically, but which doesn't break the line in the middle of a phrase – for instance:


Get a free
gift today


balances very well in terms of length, but it splits the phrase ‘free gift’, which makes it more awkward to read. Instead:


Claim your
free gift.


breaks more logically.


Spending time considering these things will make it more likely that your copy gets read. And since you spent all that time writing it, isn't that a good thing?


Type effects


Don't overdo it with the underlining, italics, bold, capitals and bullet points.


Old-fashioned American-style direct mail letters combined every type effect they could think of – and it looks bloody ugly and out of date. Underlining is particularly inelegant, whereas judicious use of italics can add a touch of class.


The simple rule is, the shorter the copy, the less you should need to use different type effects. And if you're capitalising words in a sentence, they should be small caps like this, not full height caps that a) look like you're shouting and b) stand out too much from the rest of the copy. That's true for abbreviations like hsbc or tnt too. Not many people bother – probably because it's more effort to do in a word processing document – but it's the way to go.


Style


Fonts convey feeling and meaning. So the font you use can have an impact on your copy – choose a font that suits the tone and the feelings will be amplified.


Fonts are the clothes your words wear. So get to know them, see how they look at different sizes and styles and don't be afraid to mix a serif and sans-serif font in the same piece, provided they sit together well. Like Frutiger and Meridien, for example, which have a similar inner shape and proportion, and which were both designed by Mr Frutiger.


Dashes and hyphens


A tiny typographic point (or, rather, line) to finish on.


Dashes between phrases should be ‘long dashes’, known as ‘em-space’ dashes (because they are the length of the letter ‘m’ in the same font and size).


Type a dash on your keyboard and it first appears as an ‘en-space’ dash (ie the length of an ‘n’). It may auto-correct to an em length dash when you then press the space-bar. See how the phrases ‘auto-correct’ and ‘space-bar’ are linked by hyphens (which are en-space in length), whereas phrases – like this one – are separated by dashes (which are em-space in length).


That's probably enough typography to contend with as a copywriter. Typography is a sophisticated, subtle art, but it's useful to have some basics to hand.


If you want to know more, an excellent book on typography (which I enjoyed so much I read it on a beach in Kefalonia) is Robert Brighurst's The Elements of Typographic Style.


iii. Layout


Like typography, layout is something whole books can be (and are) devoted to and it isn't something we need to spend too much time on.


But again, like typography, layout is something that affects the impact of your writing. Having a clear, unfussy layout that does justice to the copy is vital if it's to be read.


So, study some classic layouts and learn why they work. Don't let the design dominate the communication, have it serve the communication.


The classic press ad layout used to be one where the image was above the headline. On the basis that because people's eyes are drawn to images first, it made sense to let their eye go naturally from top to bottom, rather than have them look at the image, then have to look above it for the headline, then below it for the body copy.


I'm not saying all your layouts should be so strictly metered, just that it's useful to know the reason for choosing one layout over another. A couple of pointers for copy layout:


An ideal line length for body copy is 66 characters (including spaces).


If a line of copy from the left margin to the right (known as the ‘measure’) has considerably more or fewer characters than that, then your copy will be harder to read than it needs be.


That's for a single line. If you're writing something that will appear in columns, a little over 40 characters works well.


Paragraphs should (almost) never be more than five lines long, and should vary in length from single lines up to five.


Sentences should (almost) always be under 30 words long, and should vary in length (from one word to 30).


Indenting the first line of a paragraph tends to look rather old-fashioned nowadays. But maybe you're going for the traditional look. And the indents can make it easier to read.


A useful way to ensure good layouts is to save examples you think are strong. Tear them out of magazines, do screengrabs, take photos of them at tube stations.


Build up a folder of examples where the layout helps the copy tell the story, and use them for reference.


For more on layout, I recommend Jim Krause's Index book (or his set of three books, which also look at colour and design ideas) and Basics Design 02: Layout by Gavin Ambrose and Paul Harris.




1.3
How to write pleasingly





Aristotle, audience, tone & interest


i. Aristotle


Way back in Something BC, Aristotle came up with a four point structure for rhetoric. It goes:


1. Exordium – Make a shocking statement


2. Noratio – State the problem


3. Confirmatio – Offer a solution


4. Pararatio – Explain the solution's benefits


The (slightly) more modern iteration which you may well know is AIDA. An acronym which stands for Attention, Interest, Desire, Action and which is known as the ‘purchase funnel’.


It's the idea that you should first get your audience's attention, then tell them something about your product / service that will interest them, create a desire for what you have to offer, then get them to take action.
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